University of Tennessee, Knoxville

TRACE: Tennessee Research and Creative
Exchange
Masters Theses

Graduate School

5-2013

Utopia of equality in Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialiste:
Transgressing Gender Lines or Transgressing Social lines?
Ennio A. Nuila
enuila@utk.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gradthes
Part of the French and Francophone Language and Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Nuila, Ennio A., "Utopia of equality in Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialiste: Transgressing Gender Lines or
Transgressing Social lines?. " Master's Thesis, University of Tennessee, 2013.
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gradthes/1660

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at TRACE: Tennessee Research and
Creative Exchange. It has been accepted for inclusion in Masters Theses by an authorized administrator of TRACE:
Tennessee Research and Creative Exchange. For more information, please contact trace@utk.edu.

To the Graduate Council:
I am submitting herewith a thesis written by Ennio A. Nuila entitled "Utopia of equality in
Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialiste: Transgressing Gender Lines or Transgressing Social
lines?." I have examined the final electronic copy of this thesis for form and content and
recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Master of Arts, with a major in French.
Mary McAlpin, Major Professor
We have read this thesis and recommend its acceptance:
Awa Sarr, Daniel Magilow
Accepted for the Council:
Carolyn R. Hodges
Vice Provost and Dean of the Graduate School
(Original signatures are on file with official student records.)

Utopia of equality in
Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialiste:
Transgressing Gender Lines
or
Transgressing Social Lines?

A Thesis Presented for the
Master of Arts
Degree
The University of Tennessee, Knoxville

Ennio A. Nuila
May 2013

DEDICATION
I dedicate this work to two strong women who are independent and who have proved that
there are no men superior to them:
To my Mother for showing me that I can reach my dreams.
To my Sister for showing me how to be strong.

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I would like to thank Dr. Mary McAlpin, my thesis advisor, for her guidance throughout
the writing process. I also like to thank Dr. Awa Sarr and Dr. Daniel Magilow for being
part of the thesis committee. I like to thank them for offering their expertise and their
relentless passion in teaching. Thank you for introducing me to approach literature
through the eyes of literary criticism.

I would like to say thank you to all the professors of the French Department for making
the department a progressive place where a student can develop a love for literature and
critical thinking.
My recognition and thanks to Dr. Debarati Sanyal at UC Berkeley for introducing me to
Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialise, while I was her undergraduate student.
I would like to offer my gratitude to Mark Bray for his support through the years, since
my late beginnings of my academic career until now.

iii

Abstract
When the first edition of the novel by Rachilde, née Marguerite Eymery,
Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialiste was published in Brussels in 1884, it was
deemed pornographic and therefore banned. A revised edition was published
in1889. The novel deals with gender inversion themes and the crossing of social
boundaries. The novel’s main characters, Jacques and Raoule, belong to different
social strata. Raoule is an aristocrat and Jacques is a florist. In the novel Rachilde
presents Raoule as a strong woman who wants not equality but rather the privileges
that men have.
In Jacques and Raoule the author conflates the drama and the inequality of
social class. The novel at first appears to be a subversive narrative of gender
inversion and a repudiation of the normative expectations that a rigid social system
has concerning man and woman. But in reality what is most important in this novel
and what I will demonstrate is that the play of gender roles and their inversion is
not really that important as long as it is kept in private. What is subversive in the
novel is the author’s refusal to give woman equality. In this thesis I want to
demonstrate that for the author a woman can only achieve power if she acts as a
man.
To demonstrate this I will use theorists who deal with gender theory, such as
Butler and Sedgwick. I will also use other thinkers and authors who deal with
sexuality and social class as well as authors who have worked on Rachilde in the
past. In doing this I will establish a conversation with these critics and based on
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their arguments I will construct my own conclusion demonstrating that the author
favors the patriarchal system of male dominance over women.
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INTRODUCTION
In the Judeo-Christian story of creation the writers present us with Adam and
Eve in the Garden of Eden, a joyful, peaceful place where the two protagonists are
performing their assigned gender and sexual roles as procreators of humanity, roles
of course assigned to them by the traditions of a patriarchal religion. Unfortunately
the two have a desire for knowledge and they sin by eating the forbidden fruit, a
choice that opens their eyes to Knowledge, including that of their physiological
differences. They acquire, that is, awareness of the Other. In punishment, the angel
of God throws them out into an inhospitable world. Something similar happens to
Jacques and Raoule, the main characters of Rachilde’s novel Monsieur Vénus: Roman
Matérialiste. The two characters experience the knowledge of the “Other”, the other
who is from a different social class and different gender. Because their relationship
transgresses established social codes, it threatens the dominant structures of power
and they must hide it. In this thesis, I argue that, contrary to what previous critics
have said, the gender construction and gender reversal that takes place in the novel
is not as important as the transgression of social class. I will examine the structures
of power that act as a judge to legislate gender and sexual roles in this work, not
allowing anything that threatens the status quo.
To accomplish this task I will present the author’s background as it informs
us of her writing and her social positions. I will outline the characters and their role
in the narrative; I will explore their roles as representations of different social
strata. I will delve into the concepts of gender and sexuality, questioning the
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importance they play in the novel. In my presentation I will base my definitions of
gender and sexuality on thinkers such as Judith Butler, Eve Kosofky Sedgwick and
Luce Irigaray, since these theorists have worked on the question of sexuality and
gender construction and since my effort is to explore and prove that the gender
construction taking place in the novel is not as important as the transgression of
social class. I will rely on the concepts of class and gender proposed by the above
thinkers. I will also rely on Roland Barthes and his idea of utopia as reactionary
force. I will establish a conversation with other critics who have worked on Rachilde
such as Diane Holmes, Maryline Lukacher, Michael Finn, Dorothy Kelly, just to
mention some. In this conversation I will explore their views on Rachilde and M.
Vénus and will then make my own observations. I will examine the role of gender
reversal and the consequences on the class structure this reversal provokes,
including the construction of a utopic world. Putting all these elements together I
will construct my conclusion based on the relation between gender, culture and
class.
Jacques and Raoule live their relationship hidden from the world in a type of
Eden. Their gender reversal and performance gives birth to bliss, and they get
access to the fruit of unspoiled knowledge of each other away from social
constructions and rules. This is the first point that will threaten the established
power structures: men not dominating women, men not being masters of their
world. Raoule and Jacques perform the gender reversal in an impossible world, they
create a utopic little world for themselves. This impossible world is represented by
the nuptial room, described in the novel as a temple where the bed has the shape of
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a sea shell, bringing to mind Botticelli’s birth of Venus (c. 1485), with, on the bed,
Jacques who represents Venus. Opposite to this we see on a column a statue of Eros
representing Raoule (pp. 177-179). The room is filled with sexual symbolism but the
symbols correspond to the wrong sex: Jacques is the beautiful Venus and Raoule the
virile Eros.
The second point that destabilizes the patriarchal structures of power is the
act of marriage: Raoule marries Jacques, even though she belongs to the aristocracy
and he is a working class man and an aspiring artist. As in Spivak’s thesis of the
subaltern1, Raoule has rejected all the traditions of her social class by marrying a
poor man; she has acquired a voice, or rather agency as a women. The author gives
to Raoule the agency of being a strong woman, she makes her the man of the house,
she makes her the dominant figure in the pair, with Raoule acting and performing
the masculine role. Even for today’s readers of M. Vénus, a woman who attempts to
make her own destiny in a social and economic world dominated by men represents
a subversive attempt by a woman to be free. For the reader of Rachilde’s day, the
work was subversive as well because of its almost pornographic nature.
I will argue that underneath these surface resistances to the status quo, the
economic aspect of the novel proves the unwillingness of the author to disrupt the
social order. Rachilde did not consider herself a feminist; or at any rate, as she
stated in the publication Pourquoi je ne suis pas féministe (1927):

1

Spivak, Gayarty Chakravorty. “Can the Subaltern Speak?”. In Marxism and
Interpretation of Culture”, pp. 271-313.
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I never trusted women since I was the first deceived by the eternal
feminine under the maternal mask and I don’t trust myself anymore. I
always regretted not being a man, not so much because I value the
other half of mankind but because, since I was forced by duty or by
taste to live like a man, to carry alone the heavy burden of life during
my childhood, it would have been preferable to have had at least the
privileges if not the appearances. 2
What this quotation reveals is above all the author’s frustration with the
“phallocentric”3 system. It also tells us that M. Vénus is filled with the author’s
life experiences. In this novel, at least, we see Rachilde’s incapacity to
separate her life form the context of her work, and how this incapacity helps
her formulate her work4. Some readers might see this impossibility of
separation between author and work as an obstacle to the proposal of a
solution to the rigid social structures of the time, but it is clear from the
statement made by Rachilde that she was not interested in doing so.
In fact making Raoule perform the masculine role not only affirms the
dominance of man by tacitly stating that a woman can only be free and have agency
by becoming a man, it also affirms the role of social class: the powerful are always
masculine while the lower classes are feminized by poverty. The dominant class will
2

Maryline Luckacher, Maternal Fictions: Stendhal, Sand, Rachilde and Bataille, p. 110
Ibid.
4 Barthes, Roland. Image-Music-Text, p.1 42, 143. Just to make a contrast with
Barthes, what Rachile is attempting to do in this novel is deliberately associating her
life experiences with her work. This is contrary to what Roland Barthes argues in
The Death of the Author. Rachilde the author is very alive and her context, her life
and her frustrated desires are the motivating forces in M. Vénus. We cannot separate
her life from the novel.
3
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always humiliate the working class. Raoule did not want to suffer the humiliation of
men of her own class; instead she took Jacques5 as the object of her desire. Rachilde
through the character of Raoule, transforms a masculine subject into a feminine
love-object. To use Luce Irigaray’s Freudian concept on the question of female
homosexuality, we note that in the novel the topic of Raoule’s sexual orientation is
not an issue; I think the issue at play in the novel is women’s imposed desire or
forced need to be sexualized as males. Raoule desires Jacques as man but in order to
realize her aspirations Jacques needs to become feminized and in a certain manner
Raoule is desiring herself, thus becoming a man, or at least performing the role of a
male, “she developed a masculine attitude towards that object…[S]he changed into a
man…”6. In this action we can see Irigaray’s argument that a women who desires
another woman becomes male, Raoule desiring the feminized man is translated as a
male desire; in so doing Raoule dominates her world, becoming the master of her
utopian fantasy.
Rachilde presents us Raoule de Vénérande as an enigmatic figure, embodying
decadence, libertinage, abuse of power—or at least that is the first impression one
has. In M. Vénus, however, Rachilde uses this first impression to expose the reader to
a deeper question about love, sexuality and power. After delving deeper in the novel
one is faced with a philosophical question: What is Raoule really looking for? Is she
looking for sexual pleasure that she cannot obtain within her own milieu? Is she
trying to escape the oppressive environment toward women that her social class
5

Maryline Luckacher, Maternal Fictions: Stendhal, Sand, Rachilde and Bataille, p.
115.
6 Luce Irigaray citing Freud on the question of female homosexuality. “This sex
which is not one.” p. 194.
5

imposes on her? Is she trying to be free from conventions and find real love? In the
novel Rachilde forces us to face our own preconceptions of these themes: love, sex,
sexuality, gender, social class. To say that Raoule was looking for pleasure would be
overly limited, because one comes to realize over time that she has real feelings for
the florist, Jacques Sylvert. The level of love between the two characters is not easy
to grasp, one needs to ponder if their love goes beyond the sexual and romantic to
the kind of love characterized by wisdom and beauty, which brings to mind Plato’s
notions of ideal love.
It is evident that the first contact between the two principal characters
represents a moment of uncontrollable passion, at least on the part of Raoule, but
this passion becomes more a passion for Jacques’ beauty than for Jacques the
individual. One can argue that Raoule is attracted only to Jacques’ physical beauty,
for that is true at first, but this attraction is transformed into a sort of admiration or
perhaps even pity for his beautiful innocence or candor. This transformation from
physical passion into a spiritual attachment brings into question the gender roles in
the utopian world that they have created. It would be more accurate to state, “in the
world she has created,” for Raoule is the creator; Jacques is the work of art. In
western literary tradition at the time when Rachilde wrote M. Vénus, men were
represented almost always as the artistic force, the creative genius, “…the priest,
seer, warrior, and legislator…reinforcing the idea that masculinity is the essential
creative gift.”7 Women on the other hand were the work of art, the model; the artist,
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Maryline Luckacher, Maternal Fictions: Stendhal, Sand, Rachilde and Bataille, p.
121.
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the man, was the active doer, women the passive creation8. For Rachilde this model
is reversed, Raoule, the woman, becomes the creative force while Jacques is
transformed into the object of her admiration.
Her creation takes the shape first of Jacques’ room in the apartment that
Raoule has facilitated for him and later the nuptial room. These rooms are for the
two of them only, nobody else is allowed in. The rooms are symbols of their utopian
and impossible love. But to say that their love is a love for spiritual beauty and not at
all physical is a stretch. Jacques is alienated by Raoule’s strong presence, and if the
idea of Platonic love is to be applied here it is unilateral, the love for knowledge is
from the part of Raoule who wants to know Jacques more than in a physical manner,
she wants to penetrate his brain and soul to find out how a man can be so weak, so
submissive and at the same time produce so much passion and desire in her.
The desire awakened in Raoule could have not been produced by a man from
her own social class, the Baron de Raittolbe, for example, because they are on equal
terms, at least in socio-economically speaking, although not in sexual equality.
Therefore Raoule finds in Jacques, the man who practices a trade traditionally done
by women, the perfect experiment to express her voice and assert her superiority, to
reverse gender roles. Social structures of power are upset and the question of false
gender conceptions is raised.
Rachilde
Rachilde was born on February 11, 1860 in Le Cros near le Château L’Êveque
near Périgueux9. Rachilde’s given name was Marguerite Eymery, she took the name
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Ibid.
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Rachilde from a Swedish nobleman10. Her parents were the cavalry officer Joseph
Emery and Gabrielle Feytaud. Rachilde started her literary career in 1877,
publishing short stories and novels in local newspapers. Rachilde’s father
considered that for women of the middle class the writing profession was
inappropriate.
Rachilde’s birth was not well received by her father because he wanted a boy.
Her father was an abusive man towards her and her mother. Rachilde’s desire to
please her father forced her to learn activities that boys would usually do, such as
riding horses, and to avoid the chores assigned to her as girl. She created the illusion
of being a spiritual medium, as Hawthorne and Constable note, Rachilde profited
from her parents superstitious beliefs in spiritualism to authenticate her “authorial
voice by channeling other voices”11. The impossible situation in her paternal house
forced her to create inventive ways to cope with the difficult and discriminating
situation on the part of her father. She adopted inventive strategies to face the
“misogynistic society” in which she lived. Her mother, Gabrielle, was not an
emotional support to Rachilde but provided a lineage of writers. Her female
protagonists are a reflection of her strong and frustrated personality and life.
Monsieur Vénus was first published in 1884 in Brussels and it was deemed
pornographic and therefore banned, a revised edition was published in 1889. After
the initial success of Monsieur Vénus due to its scandalous themes and a publicity
machine managed by Rachilde, the novel fell into obscurity. In 1997 Flamarion
9

Michael R. Finn, Hysteria, Hypnotism, the Spirits, and Pornography: Fin-de-Siècle
Cultural Discourses in the Decadent Rachilde. p.27
10 M. Vénus, p. xi.
11 Ibid. p. x.
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reissued the novel but the public did not receive it with the expected enthusiasm,
perhaps due to feminist criticism (Rachilde presents us a empowered female
through violence and embodying masculinity).12

12

Ibid. pp. xii-xxii.
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CHAPTER 1: CHARACTERS
In M. Vénus, Rachilde touches on the themes of gender roles, sexuality, social
class and the established social rules of the late 19th century. Her book reflects the
rigid patriarchal rules of the time and helps us reflect on our perception of those
rules. In the first reading of the text, one encounters the author treating a subversive
theme, touching on revolutionary ideas that shocked her contemporaries. The book
deals with, primarily, the question of gender and its constructed nature (Butler)13.
Rachilde presents us with Raoule de Vénérande and Jacques Sylvert, the
protagonists of the novel. We also have the Baron de Raittolbe, Raoule’s friend and
suitor, Marie Sylvert, Jacques’ sister and Raoule’s aunt, the chanoinesse Dame
Ermengarde. Each of the characters represents a segment of society.
Raoule as woman is expected to be feeble for the simple fact of being a
woman. This is not explicit in the novel, but one can infer this by the traditional role
that women had during that time. A woman was supposed to be feminine,
emotional, fragile, pious, and these expectations fit perfectly with the thesis that
Butler proposes: gender as a construction and performance. One is expected to act,
to present one self, to behave according to the assigned gender. Rachilde goes on to
demonstrate that this is not the case, she gives Raoule a strong personality, Raoule
sees herself as man, she is not a lesbian, she only takes the role of a man to invade
the forbidden arena of freedom and sexual liberties that only men can have.
We first see in Raoule and her taking of a masculine persona a declaration of
war against the sexist patriarchal system, but this is only in appearance, we will
13

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity
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discover later that this is in reality a reinforcement of the binary separation
man/woman. Rachilde presents this war against the established rules of decorum of
a bourgeois society as a look into a frustrated female. Raoule does drag to escape
her confining home where she has to be a lady, she smokes, an act that indicates she
is not conforming to the structures of power. She is the man of the house. All of
these details, as Hawthorne and Constable14 have noted, are a reflection of
Rachilde’s own life experience (Rachilde, in a letter written in 1896 to the poet
Robert de Souza claims that the story in the novel is her own story15). Rachilde gave
Raoule the last name Vénérande that as the translators of the novel note, has
connotations of the venereal, of Venus, love and disease, femininity and destruction;
exactly the views that readers from the time had of women: the female viewed as
the cause of the fall of men, viewed as an object of admiration and abomination.
Raoule’s character conveys Rachilde’s distance from women; Maryline Lukacher
notes that Rachilde is as much a misogynist as Baudelaire16. This classification by
Luckacher can be understood as the result of Rachilde’s relation to her mother and
to the misogynist qualities of her own father, therefore as mentioned before, the
author is transcribing these qualities onto her main character, Raoule de Vénérande.
If the female was viewed as a weak human being, beautiful of course, an
object of pleasure, but causing destruction if man was not careful, the male on the

14

M. Vénus, pp. ix, xi.
Ibid. p. xix.
16 Luckacher notes that Rachilde distances herself from the figure of the mother and
from the feminists by declaring that ‘motherhood is the supreme deceit” and thus
comes close to Baudelaire’s “Woman is the contrary of the dandy. Therefore she
must provoke horror” (Mon cœur mis à nu).Maryline Luckacher, Maternal Fictions:
Stendhal, Sand, Rachilde and Bataille, p. 118.
15
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other hand was and is viewed as a strong human being, rational, stoic at times,
intelligent and objective. Rachilde gives us Jacques Sylvert, he is described as a
beautiful creature, the opposite of what a man needs to be, for a man is supposed to
be handsome, but Jacques is beautiful and delicate, once again subverting the
established gender idea of men. In Jacques we can see an example of the
performative quality of gender, he is a man but he does not act his role, he does not
act in the expected manner. Sylvert denotes Sylvan, the forest, the woods, deities
and mythical forest, a fantastic enchanted forest. Jacques is a florist, what an
appropriate profession for someone so beautiful and having for last name Sylvert,
he is of the woods, he is nature, he is untamed; contrary to Raoule, who represents
high society and civilization. We see here the opposition between civilization and
the wild, the only difference is that the civilized who represents reason here is a
woman, Raoule; while the wild and untamed beauty, the dangerous wilderness, is a
man, Jacques.
In the first meeting between Raoul and Jacques, Jacques is depicted as a
mythical figure of the woods and at the same time as artificial. He has golden flowing
hair; he is wearing a flower garland around his chest barely covered by an equally
flowing shirt exposing his chest, a garland passes through his legs, it is a vision of a
nymph in an Edenic garden, it is a vision of eroticism and innocence and as
Hawthorne and Constable note, the beginning of his transformation: from a man
creating flowers, he is to become the artificial creation of Raoule de Vénérande17.
But Rachilde goes further to create a paradox, Jacques is working on artificial
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M. Vénus, p. 8
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flowers, he is making fake flowers, one can argue that this detail in Rachilde’s novel
is a reaffirmation of the idea of gender as a construction. The masculine or at least
the expected aspects of masculinity are not present in Jacques. He is working on a
trade traditionally destined to women.
As a contrast to Jacques Sylvert’s apparently displaced masculinity the novel
gives us the Baron de Raittolbe, Raoule’s suitor. He is from the upper classes, a
retired military man, and the embodiment of the idea of masculinity, strong,
intelligent, reasonable, a man’s man; he is the opposite of Jacques’ feminine
masculinity, he is closer in gender to Raoule. Note that we are not talking about
sexuality or sexual identity, but gender construction. He is the cultural idea of
masculinity in the same way that Raoule fits the gender performance of masculinity.
In the novel something interesting happens between de Raittolbe and Jacques, de
Raittolbe feels pity for his counterpart, but at the same time he feels an attraction
due to Jacques’ feeble and feminine nature. One can question if there is a sexual
attraction between these two characters or if it is just the homosocial relations
between men that is taking place here. Or is it the relation between the hero and the
antihero in a murderous relationship? One has to note that at the end of the novel
Jacques is killed by the virile figure of de Raittolbe, re-inscribing once and for all the
supremacy of the masculine role of the male. Taking Sedgwick’s idea of the male
hero where she explains the paranoid Gothic (paranoia in men resulting from the
repression of homosexual desires) as a Romantic novel where a male hero is in a
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close relation, usually murderous, to another male18, we can understand, first
Raoule’s (a woman) incarnation of a male who faces the baron de Raittolbe, who at
the ends duels with and kills Jacques. Secondly, Raoule transposes her masculinity
back to Jacques, and lastly de Raittolbe finds affection for Jacques. In this process we
can argue that de Raittolbe faced and understood his paranoia by recognizing his
repressed sexuality. But it is necessary to note that this acknowledgement does not
mean in the novel a change in the social structure of the gendered society.
Marie Silvert, Jacques’ sister, represents the side of femininity that is
accepted by the patriarchal society. She gives pleasure to men, she balances her
profession between florist and prostitute, and she is the female-object, in contrast to
Raoule who has decided to take the role of the subject by performing the masculine
position. Marie Sylvert, one can argue is, in the words of Spivak, the subaltern who
does not have the right to speak. But is she really a subaltern? Rachilde gives us the
image of a woman who is trapped by her social circumstances and by a system
dominated by man and thus becomes subservient to this system of exploitation. In
fact when she finally speaks and ceases to be a subaltern, she does so to sell her
brother, to offer his body as merchandise to Raoule and her own body to de
Raittolbe or whoever wants to pay for it. Even when she speaks she is forced to
maintain her status of object, to be used as a commodity as a product of exchange.
She is the very opposite of Raoule, in gender and status, she fits the established rules
of woman as a female gender, she gives pleasure, she is beneath men. Raoule is the

18

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet. Endemic male homosexual
panic: Post-Romantic phenomenon and the centrality of the paranoid Gothic, p.186.
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one who buys the pleasure and she is the one who has the right to speak because
she has assumed the masculine position in the game of roles and performance.
These two women who are completely opposed to each other; one fitting the
construction of gender perfectly, the other disrupting it, are met by one more
woman in the novel, Aunt Ermengarde. Aunt Ermengarde is the image of extreme
sacrifice, a woman who is denied or who denies her sexuality for the sake of religion
and social norms, she rejects sexual pleasure and freedom as subversive ways to
change the world or better yet to keep the established social order that undermines
woman’s humanity. She is the pious aristocratic woman who follows the mores of
high society; she is the embodiment of old world traditions. She never married or
had children, after the death of Raoule’s parents she was charged with her niece’s
upbringing. In her character we see the other side of femininity; she does not
provide pleasure to men, therefore she cannot be an object and become the
maternal figure that is deprived of any sexual qualities and pleasures. We find these
women forming a triangle where each one of them fit one definition of women
according to the male society where they live. The woman-object of the male gaze
who is a product to be consumed, the aristocratic woman who is admired for her
feminine beauty and who keeps up appearances to satisfy the patriarchal world
where she lives and finally the asexual woman who sacrifices her body to fill the
role of the mother. At the center of this triangle we find Jacques Sylvert, a male who
fits the role of a female and is the opposite of the conception of the gendered male,
represented by the baron de Raittolbe.

15

1.1 Gender and Sexuality
The triangle is broken when the respectable woman who, on the surface goes
along with de dictums of society enters in a relationship with the poor florist
Jacques Sylvert. This relationship becomes subversive not only because the rapport
between the two different social classes is out of place, but also for the reversal of
gender roles. To understand the relationship between Jacques and Raoule it is
necessary that we ask ourselves what we understand by identity, by gender, by
masculine and feminine, by sex.
To examine the notion of personhood I will use Judith Butler when she notes
that “[A] person is understood in terms of agency that claims existential
(ontological) priority over the social roles that give him/her visibility. The notion of
person is elaborated by assuming that the social context the person is in is related to
the structure of personhood…a person is identified by the cultural concepts…”19 We
can see by applying Butler’s idea that Rachilde used the concept of ‘person’ as
established or elaborated by the social context and turned it around. The gender
identities of Raoule and Jacques no longer correspond to their assigned cultural
formation. Raoule as the thinking masculine gendered female is conscious of the
power of the male, even when this acting up of masculinity renders her
“incoherent”, her expected cultural assigned gender did not correspond to the
gender she chose to perform. Jacques is the body and beautiful being who is
gendered feminine by the structures of power that ironically Raoule represents,

19

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, p. 16-17
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ironically because she is the one that her society expected to be weak and under the
domination of man.
In Raoule we see a renunciation, or better yet, a transgression of the concept
of personhood as defined by cultural context. Butler also offers us a definition of
gender. Butler states that “[G]ender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set of
repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to
produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being.”20 Butler’s definition
helps us here to analyze Raoule and Jacques ‘genders’ and the transformation these
two characters go through by the transgression of the “highly rigid regulatory
frame” (culture, society, economics). At the beginning of the novel Rachilde shows
Raoule and Jacques fitting within this frame of rules, their gender corresponds to
what seems to be a natural being, but when they meet their personhood becomes
independent of the performative quality of their gender. According to Diane Holmes
(following Foucault’s ideas) “…the body has no meaning prior to those constructed
by culture…[W]e become appropriately masculine or feminine... [Holmes, reiterating
Butler’s concepts], contests the existence of any necessary relation between sex and
gender.”21 This separation between sex and gender is illustrated in the two main
characters of the novel. In Jacques and Raoule we see two bodies that are
impregnated with the meaning of masculine and feminine, meaning acquired by
being in a social context that dictates how they need to act. By learning, by imitation,
and as Rachilde herself states it in Pourquoi je ne suis pas féministe, one (she)
20
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becomes masculine (or feminine) by force and/or by taste. Raoule, a woman,
becomes masculine, adopting the masculine norms of her society. Men are
considered producers in an industrialized world, Rachilde places Raoule in the
middle of a society that is in transition, the old aristocratic world is no longer the
dominant force, the bourgeoisie is suppressing it. The economic model might be
changing; nevertheless, the same rules apply to men and women, women are always
the consumer22. Again we see here the role of social class and economic power as
feminizing force. The social environment and the economic dominance of
patriarchal powers not only establish gender to individuals, but to a whole social
class, Jacques is from the lower class, he is a men who does not produce but
reproduces Raoule’s pleasure, therefore Raoule who represents the dominant class,
assigns to him and to his social class a feminine gender. The working class
reproduces the wealth of the upper class.

1.2 Gender Defined by Today’s Thinkers: Gender in the Novel
In Raoule one sees a strong woman who enters the florist’s life. She pursues
superficial and beautiful things (we see the equivalence between women and
useless beauty reinforced by the patriarchal system). We see women as consumers
personified by Raoule’s character, who is in search of a design for a costume ball,
and Jacques will provide his services, man as the producer. But this rapidly changes
22
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and one sees a subversive reversal of male as producer and women as a consumer.
Jacques takes the name of Marie Sylvert, an indication of the already evident sexual
ambiguity and tension. Raoule enters Jacques’ dark and low world of people who
work to make a living, she illuminates the passage leading to Jacques’ apartment23,
she is the bearer of a new reality, and two worlds collide in Jacques’ apartment. His
apartment becomes the Garden of Eden24. The big difference is that in this garden
nothing is what it seems, the whole forest of flowers and branches is artificial as
well as the roles of Adam and Eve, Raoule will become the tempted man and Jacques
the temptress.
In this artificial garden an opposition to the structures of power is taking
place; the idealized beauty does not correspond to the woman, the woman will
become the creator of beauty in that she will transform the humble florist into a
sensual creature whose purpose is to satisfy her desires. This artificiality reflects
Rachilde’s literary time, as Diane Holmes defines it: “Rachilde’s depiction of the
literary scene of which she was part is laced with irony, she was one of the few
women writers.”25 The female writer, Rachilde, was on equal terms with her male
counterparts, the irony here is that to achieve this equality she had to perform the
masculine role, she had to put on an act of manhood. In the same manner she
transforms her heroine (or villain) into a masculine character, she gives Rachilde
the masculine performative attributes, or better yet Rachilde transposes her own
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desires and frustrations and makes her heroine perform a masculine role. We can
read her novel as a subversive narrative, but in reality it is affirming the homosocial
desire, and as Sedgwick notes, the hatred of homosexuality26 (this hate or
homophobia will play an important role in the culmination of the novel), and
continuation of the patriarchal social system. The novel is in fact asserting the
heterosexual economic roles; there are producers and consumers, agents of
exchange and commodities27. Here is what we can see as outside of the norm, at
least during the time when Rachilde wrote the novel, that is that the agent of
exchange is Raoule, a woman and the commodity is Jacques, a man. But even this is
not so surprising because if we take into consideration that Raoule is acting as a
man and as an agent of exchange, a producer, it is because her social class allows her
to do so. If we compare her with Marie Sylvert, we see that for the latter this desire
or attempt to become an agent of exchange is impossible due to her social class. She
tries to sell, in a matter of speaking, her brother, she tries to make a profit out of the
relationship that is taking place between the two members of two different social
classes. Raoule will not allow this and all of Marie’s efforts are cut short. She is
forced to become a commodity, she is force back into prostitution, and her body is
once again fitting her accepted role of a commodity. Sex sells! A woman can only
have agency when acting as a man. Does this mean that women have to become
homosexual to be considered equal to men?
26
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Monsieur Vénus does deal with the problematic of women’s equality, but it
falls short in giving women independence from men, independence from being
subjected to male desire. The book deals with gender role inversion, it hints at the
possible homosexuality of Jacques, but it most certainly and above all reaffirms
Raoule’s heterosexuality. Gender and economics are woven together in Rachilde’s
narrative. It will be useful to keep in mind what is understood by gender if we want
to comprehend the relation between the main characters of the novel. By exploring
the relation between biological sex and the meaning of the body previous to the
inscription of culture on it, we can see that male and female characteristics are
learned28, so that Raoule becomes masculine by adopting the masculine norms of
her society, she performs the role of the masculine gender.
Gender then is an act inscribed on the body by culture, or as Holmes puts it:
“…something performed and provisional (rather than naturally determined and
definitive)…”29. Raoule wants to be called neveu instead of nièce30, for Raoule the
world in which she lives is a stage where she can transform into a male by acting, by
dressing as such, by performing drag shows (of sorts). Raoule and Jacques perform
the gender roles that are not assigned to them by repetition and cultural
construction; they are parodying the opposite sex, de-familiarizing the gender
conventions and patriarchal oppression. At the same time this oppression is
reaffirmed in that Raoule, who belongs to the dominant economic and social class
performs the masculine role, dominating the worker and socially inferior biological
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male Jacques. Jason Edwards remarks that gender performance is not that different
from language, he notes that “…like language, gender norms are culturally and
historically variable and only appear natural by virtue of our repeated performance
of them.”31 We learn a language, by repeating and practicing the grammatical rules,
gender has its own ‘grammatical rules’ that the individual learns. Jacques learns that
his masculine gender is to be strong (even though he was not really the epitome of
masculinity to begin with, but he played along until Raoule penetrated his life).
Raoule in the same manner learns by her social milieu how to be a lady, but she
decided when to act like one and when to take up the masculine role.
Gender is performance, the distinction between sex and gender is not
biologically determined, gender is culturally constructed, thus gender is, as Butler
defines it “neither the casual result of sex nor as seemingly fixed as sex.”32 Raoule’s
masculine gender is not determined by her biological sex, nor is Jacques’. The
masculine gender that Raoule plays is evidence that this is the only way she can
fulfill her desires, the only way she can possess Jacques. She is free when playing
this role, she has agency. In her masculine role she seduces Jacques who has
passively assumed the feminine role. Talking about the production of gender
through the binary of men and women, power production is at play in the relation
between the biological female Raoule and the biological male Jacques. Raoule’s
masculine gendered role always dominates the performance of the feminized and

31
32

Edwards, Jason. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, p.79
Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, p. 6
22

impoverished Jacques.33 Raoule exemplifies a discontinuity and break between sex
and gender, her woman’s body “interprets” a male gender. Butler states that it
makes no sense to “define gender as the cultural interpretation of sex”34, instead
there exists the possibility of choice, Rachilde gives agency, understood as the
possibility to choose, to Raoule. She takes the masculine gender; of course she also
gives her the advantage of the dominant social class that in my opinion facilitates
the choice.35
Following Butler’s concepts we see again that “[G]ender is the repeated
stylization of the body…”36 and we can understand stylization as dress codes (man
wears pants, woman dresses), hair styles, mannerisms and even the way of looking
at the other. At the beginning of the novel Rachilde shows Raoule and Jacques fitting
their assumed genders to what seems to be a natural state, but when they meet they
become independent of the performative quality of their assumed genders and
reverse the established male/female paradigm. This stylization of the body, to fit the
expected gender roles is, as Butler notes a “…[P]arody of the very notion of the
original…”37, here I want to note that in the case of Raoule and Jacques, the parody
that both carried out in their role reversal served to affirm this hegemonic
heterosexual culture where the male is the dominant and powerful, on the one hand,
and also destabilized the fiction of heterosexual coherence by giving power to
33
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Raoule performing the masculine role. This is paradoxical because only by acting up
as a male, can a woman find power.

1.3 Gender Reversal
Ironically social norms dictate that even a powerful woman (of the period
and even of today) needs to be married, Nicole Ward Jouve states that “[G]irls see
marriage as promise of happiness.”38 But in a corrosive patriarchal system, this
everlasting happiness consists of the daughter passing from the father’s dominion to
the husband’s service. The decision of Raoule to marry Jacques (note that it is the
woman who makes the decision and transgress all social barriers and customs)
keeps with the idealistic dream of marriage between man and woman. In doing this
Rachilde once again shows us the reluctance to give way to progressive thinking,
even when she was considered the queen of decadent writers, one needs not to
forget that in order to do so she had to take a masculine persona. On the one hand,
yes Raoule saw in marriage the promise of happiness because in doing so she will
have Jacques for herself and she will continue to fulfill her pleasures. One can argue
that she was promising happiness to Jacques and was acting as the male part of the
equation. What was she looking for in this role reversal? Freedom from her
oppressive social class, or just simply prove to herself that she as a male could
possess a feminized male. This is convoluted because Raoule and Jacques have
sexual relations in the normative manner; male penetrates woman, the novel does
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not give any other indication that their sexual relations were somehow different.
There are, however, two deviances in this union; first she is the dominant member,
second they are from different social classes. Through these deviances we can say
that she actually penetrated Jacques’ dignity through sadistic violence and
psychological dominance, her phallus is not a physical one, but a psychological one.
She obtained pleasure from possessing him, from making of him a sexual object
without a will. In doing so Rachilde gives to Raoule, according to Holmes, “…the
masculine attributes of intelligence, active desire and a propensity for violence
towards women, and created men who are submissive, passive, narcissistic—
without…precluding the possibility of each sex performing more conventional
gender identities…”39. Raoule becomes a man by taking charge, by being the
thinking member of the couple; she decides when and where they will have sex, all
the while keeping the ‘natural’, or should we say normative.
As we have seen before the author once again reaffirms the established
patriarchal power structures, yes it is a woman that takes charge but she needs to
be playing the role of a man to achieve this dominance. However, by giving Raoule
the active role, Rachilde offers a reversal of ideas of marriage and therefore of
gender, Mary Maynard speaking about marriage says that “…marriage did not
necessarily have to be women’s main and only vocation.”40 Rachilde demonstrates
this concept in herself and in her heroine Raoule, Rachilde was first a writer, Raoule
married to prove of her power. However, we find contradictions in the above
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statement because Raoule did look for marriage as her vocation, but she looked for
it not in the role of a female, but as the thinker, as the doer. So in M. Vénus, is
marriage the only and main women’s vocation? If we think of Raoule as embracing
the Platonic humanity (human beings were originally made up of two beings joined
together (man/woman, man/man, woman/woman)41 we can say that her calling as
woman is not being a gendered female but a male and therefore her vocation is not
marriage, because according to the male dominated capitalist society, a woman’s
role is to be a production machine, producing a labor force if she belongs to the
working class and producing a continuation of male heirs if she belongs to the
dominant class and this is achieved through marriage. Again, as throughout the
novel, Rachilde presents us contradictions in terms of gender relations, gender roles
and social structures. Raoule by marrying Jacques as the male asserts the traditional
definition of marriage, the bride for sale or the bride as a gift42, Jacques as the bride
is the gift to Raoule as the groom. If we take Butler’s concept of the bride as being
without identity and reflecting the male identity by its absence43, we can see how
the bride, the biological male Jacques is lacking this masculine identity, but by its
absence Raoule can take it back through this same biological male body, she
inscribes her own masculinity by appropriating Jacques’. Jacques is the absence of
masculinity. Jacques renounces the culturally assigned masculine identity. Raoule is
the husband (époux), Jacques the wife (épouse), and in this reversal Jacques gives up
41
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his freedom44, Cobbe in Maynard notes that “[T]he notion that a man’s wife is his
property…is the fatal root of incalculable evil and misery”45, this is so true in the
marriage between Raoule and Jacques, Jacques is the property of the husband
Raoule. The misery and evil wake up when Jacques wakes up and realizes his own
desires and sexuality, he will be no longer Raoule’s property, he will achieve
through death. Despite his death he will be forever Raoule’s property. But for an
idyllic moment in the lives of Jacques and Raoule this seems not to matter, because
Jacques gives himself freely over to Raoule’s desires, he becomes Mme de
Vénérande.
Death marks the end, marks freedom, for some it denotes a new beginning. In
M. Vénus, however, death is a marking of violence. With violence in mind I ask: Why
did Rachilde not create a heroine who does not need to become sadistic and violent
in order to achieve her freedom? Why the need for the role-playing? Why does
Raoule acquire the attribute of intelligence through playing the masculine gender
role? Going back to Rachilde’s contempt for women and for the established male
dominance we can see that the response is simple: For Rachilde women were
incapable of intelligence, therefore her heroines take the masculine attributes to
become free, even when she, the author was a woman, she desired to be a man. In
the novel by marrying Jacques, Raoule the woman transgresses the established
rules, but as a man she asserted her position as a dominant part of society, sexually
and economically. She had that advantage, she had the economic means to become
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what she wanted and she had the will to do it. Putting things into perspective, one
might ask why marriage? Could she have kept Jacques as her boy toy hidden from
society without marrying him? Yes she could have, but she wanted to make a point
and to show to the rigid social structures that she was above them because she was
not a woman, but a man, and a man has the right to act. On the other side of the pair,
for Jacques marriage is “…of the minds and not of the flesh.”46 Or at least that is the
first understanding one grasps after reading the novel. Jacques was a sort of soft
material ready to be molded; he was the work of art who dreamt of idyllic places
and adventures, pretty close to Emma Bovary. As Emma, his fantasy was
unachievable, as Emma, he would meet the last and everlasting reality: death. In the
reversal of roles between Raoule and Jacques one sees a patriarchal statement: a
denial of women’s equality. Jacques taking the feminine role and becomes Raoule’s
creation; he (the personification of femininity) becomes submissive to the desires
and rules of the man (Raoule). Marriage is an economic transaction where the
woman is a commodity and the male is the agent of exchange. Raoule has the means
and the economic power to acquire what she (he) desires, and he desires Jacques
the nymph who makes fake flowers.
Jacques the maker of artificial flowers seems to forecasts Butler’s theories of
gender construction, because as we have seen, for Butler gender is an arbitrary
cultural construction, a concept with which I agree. Rachilde the author shows the
ambiguity of gender. Even when she disdained womanhood, Rachilde was still seen
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as woman in terms of gender. Rachilde’s closest friends were concerned for her
mental health47, which may reveal the prevalent idea that a woman writer and
especially scandalous writings such as M. Vénus, must have been the result of mental
unbalance, because remember women are not thinkers but they feel, they are not
creators but they are muses for their creators, at least in the stagnant male
dominated literary circles. Rachilde’s contemporary, the woman writer Peyrebrune,
in her novel Une Décadente shows a more traditional role for women, she suggests
that women should not be writing erotic novels. Her novel is a mirror of Rachilde’s
life: the heroine in the said novel is an androgynous, morbid and neurotic aspiring
writer whose only escape is marriage and maternity48. Maurice Barrès who wrote a
preface to the 1889 edition of M. Vénus presents Rachilde as a nervous woman with
perverse instincts, labeling her novel as an indication of the degeneration of mind
and body49.
Here we can take Baudelaire’s views on Emma Bovary as point of
comparison between Rachilde as writer and Raoule as the male dominant character
in M. Vénus: “For Baudelaire, her virile [Emma Bovary’s] qualities are her energy,
her ambition, her imagination, her sexuality and her domination; in other words her
desire is a masculine desire, or rather, as we have seen time and again, to desire is to
be male in a realist ideology.”50 Kelly talking about Madame Bovary notes that some
critics suggest that Emma did not only want to dress as a man but also to possess a
47
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phallus. In the case of Madame Bovary the gender ambiguities are suppressed or
repressed by death51. In the case of Rachilde and Raoule, this ambiguity of gender
roles is rather celebrated; the one who dies is Jacques, the passive object, whose
gender role and performance were imposed by Raoule. Raoule lives and keeps
exploring the passivity of her love-object in the form of a wax mechanical
mannequin, which is animated at her command and for her pleasure. Kelly notes
that while Naomi Schor sees Emma as a failed writer because she did not have a
phallus52, this is not Rachilde’s case. Rachilde and her proxy in M. Vénus, Raoule
don’t die as the result of frustrated desires, contrary to that, Rachilde continued
writing and Raoule continued imprisoning Jacques after death. Can we say that the
author and her heroine desire a phallus? I do not think that she or Raoule desire a
phallus, Rachilde instead castrated her fellow colleague’s phalluses by her
androgyny, by her refusal on the one hand of the patriarchal structures of power but
at the same time by reinforcing them by becoming or playing the role of a male. Her
life is a paradox and a complication of the problem of gender and sexuality. This is
reflected on her character of Raoule. Raoule did not desire a penis; she castrated
Jacques and made him her object while keeping the normal sexual relations between
them. She was dominant, exerting violent sadism over Jacques, and this can be
understood as a slap on the face to the masculine dominated society she was part of.
Kelly notes the narcissist nature of Raoule’s desire for Jacques, she states that
“…a woman desires herself [a] link between femininity and narcissism…[Y]et it is
also important that Jacques be a man because, in remaining male, he can reflect for
51
52

Ibid., p. 143.
Ibid., p. 121.
30

Raoule a narcissistic image of her other, masculine nature.”53 This is important
because here we come back to idea of Plato’s symposium and the human being
made up of two beings, masculine and feminine. Rachilde shows us here that in
Raoule the nature of the human being is manifested, she is male and female, not
biologically but gendered; she looks at herself in a mirror and sees a woman while
dressing as a male, she sees herself as a woman in Jacques’ femininity, while at the
same time Jacques’ biological maleness is reflected back to her. The idea of female
narcissism that Kelly proposes we will put opposite to Irigaray’s masculinity
complex. Irigaray talking about lesbian relations postulates that “…it is only as a
man that a female homosexual can desire a woman who reminds her of a man.”54
Am I suggesting here that Raoule is a lesbian desiring herself in the effeminate
Jacques? As mentioned earlier the novel does not give any indications that the
sexual relations between Jacques and Raoule are ‘deviant’. If Raoule desired a
biological woman she could have gone after Marie Sylvert. What I propose is that
through Raoule, the author is affirming the superiority of males and her desire to
obtain this superiority, sexually and as a writer by performing and taking masculine
attributes. Kelly notes that in the reversal game taking place in the novel, “so many
roles are exchanged…one can no longer tell what is being reversed…”55 Rachilde
complicates the reversal of roles so that it is hard to keep track of who is attracted to
whom and under what disguise, which as Kelly notes reflects the “artificial nature of
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gender itself”56. In a matter of speaking one can say that the problematic of
identification in the novel reaffirms what Butler has said about gender construction:
it is contingent to culture and society, male and female identities are artificial and
thus the reversal and complication of gender roles in the novel show that one can
live without genders, but only in an utopic world, because as we will see the social
structures of powers will come down and destroy this mythic world that Raoule and
Jacques created for themselves.
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CHAPTER 2: UTOPIAN WORLD
“I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where
they will not be judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their
character. I have a dream…”57 This Civil Rights Movement speech by Dr. King in the
context of a decadent gender-bending novel seems out of place, but at this time
when gay rights activists are fighting for equality, not only marriage equality but
immigration, access to health care as well, the utopian reality, as paradoxically as
that sounds, that Raoule created for herself and her lover Jacques seems like such a
perfect parallel.
In M. Vénus one encounters a fight to eradicate gender differences in a utopic
space, the nuptial room, it seems that Rachilde is saying I have a dream where there
are no gender differences, where a man can be a woman and a woman can be a man,
where sex is between two consenting adults and where the rigid social structures
have no say nor domain over it. One can argue that the novel is about equality and
the fight for it, but as we have already seen, Rachilde was not interested in fighting
alongside the feminists of her time, contrary to that she distanced herself from the
movement, she desired men’s privileges, since her whole life she had strived to be
like a man why not be a man in the flesh. The only option she had was to write and
to transgress the masculine codes and represent herself in a masculine role.
Rachilde translates her own utopic dream, to be a man, not to be a woman
with equal rights, she writes this utopia in Jacques and Raoule’s nuptial room. This
57

http://www.archives.gov/press/exhibits/dream-speech.pdf, accessed March 27,
2013.
33

room embodies isolation and separation from reality, because only in isolation and
away from the male/female divide could this fantasy be realized. Bringing Barthes’
ideas we can define utopia and its role, Barthes states that “…utopia is reactive,
tactical, literary…”58 he also notes that utopia makes meaning, through it discourse
is translated into reality, “…the writer is a bestower[sic] of meaning…”59. This might
be contradictory if we see the nuptial room as an escape to reality, but in taking
Barthes’ argument, the writer creates his/her own reality. Rachilde’s character, the
virile Raoule, takes the role of the writer and creator, through this utopia she creates
meaning, she creates a new or an alternative reality for her and for Jacques, one
forbidden in the world outside the nuptial room. The nuptial room is described as a
pagan temple60, without corners, and with a ceiling in the shape of a dome, in the
center of the room is the nuptial bed hung from the ceiling with silver chains, the
headboard is in the shape of a shell elevated by a multitude of putti, references to
the birth of Venus, in the room we find a statue of Eros on a column, reference to
virility, and a bust of Antinous, a coded reference of male beauty and male
homosexuality61. The room is inscribed with sexual symbols that do not correspond
to the appropriate physiological sex of the occupants. In short the room is a sort of a
bubble and as any bubble is bound to explode, but surprisingly it does not explode,
Rachilde makes it implode.
In this sanctuary room of freedom Jacques and Raoule can be themselves,
Raoule is the seducer, Jacques is the flirty new bride, he is the goddess waiting to be
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taken by the groom, they wish to stay within that temple forever, Jacques is
transformed one more time, he becomes Mme de Vénérande62. One remembers that
this transformation took place at the florist’s apartment when he called himself
Marie Sylvert. In this nuptial room they forgot the merciless society (ils oublièrent la
société impitoyable) that has given them up for dead, dead because what Raoule has
done is not to transgress a gender line but a socio-economic one, she married a poor
man, a poor worker who did not belong to their uptight world of ridiculous rules
and rituals. Jacques and Raoule left behind, at least when they were in this fantastic
world of the nuptial room, the arbitrary and rigid world of artificial mores. In this
room the reversal of gender roles becomes full blown, Jacques wants courtship from
Raoule, the distinction between biological sex and assigned gender roles is erased,
this construction has no significance.
In the utopic world of the nuptial room Jacques becomes a gendered female,
here we can apply that famous statement made by Simone de Beauvoir: “One is not
born, but rather becomes, a woman”63. Taking up again the reversal theme of the
previous section we can reverse Beauvoir’s statement and apply it to Jacques: he
was not born a woman, he became one. He became one at the hands of Raoule who
represents the forces of society, economic power, she represents the cultural forces
that transform and assign gender. Jacques was made into a woman by the social and
arbitrary constructions of power. How does this transformation fit in the utopic
world? It fits because only in a utopic world will a man accept to become feeble and
dominated by a woman, to become emasculated by the weaker sex. But in reality, if
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we think in broader and in economic terms, men who do not possess the means of
production are emasculated everyday by the rich corporate and capitalist system
which abuses him and dictates his miserable and enslaved destiny to consume what
he does not need, just like Jacques is enslaved by Raoule with an illusion of passion
and false happiness. We should not forget either that Raoule gave him the taste of a
drug (hashish)64 as the preamble to the physical and psychological slavery.
This state of masculine psychological slavery was only attainable for Raoule
through her own transformation and that of Jacques. Beauvoir talking about women
and femininity states that “[W]oman is female to the extent that she herself feels as
such.”65 Did Raoule as woman feel feminine? Of course she did not, she detested
femininity, as a woman she felt masculine, she took the masculine gender and used
it against the feeble and already effeminate Jacques. Jacques as a man felt feminine
and as such took all the expected attributes of the female gender. Only in the bubble
of the utopian altar could this be possible, they exchange genders without any
worries of the outside world. This room was hermetically sealed, none of the
contaminations of the outside-preconceived attitudes towards male and female
were allowed. In a sense this is true, but from the moment that the female and male
were expected to act in a certain manner, this contamination was indeed already at
play. The only difference in the utopian altar is that the assigned genders do not
correspond to the assigned sexes.
We have seen how the nuptial room represents a utopic world because the
rigid societal structures of gender construction do not apply, because expected and
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equally rigid socio-economic divisions do not apply either, because equality
between the sexes exists (again, one is informed about Rachilde’s position towards
equality between man and woman, but we can argue that at least in this brief
moment in her novel one can perceive this equality). There is one more way in
which the room is so alienated from reality and not conforming to stereotypical
societal modes, their nuptial room represents a utopic world in that their
relationship was not aimed at reproduction. Once again we can apply Simone de
Beauvoir’s ideas about the difference between the sexes, she notes that “[M]ales and
females are two types of individuals which are differentiated within a species for the
function of reproduction…”66, woman is the reproductive object that serves the
purpose of providing continuation of a labor force, through her the capitalist system
receives an endless supply of workers. That is why non-reproductive unions are
scandalous, and transgressive, or subversive. This type of union rejects the imposed
obligation of a traditional family union; man and woman are united to produce new
workers. Church and legal systems are threatened when this form of union is
challenged, i.e. the debate in this country and many others over gay marriage is
about not the sanctity of marriage, marriage has never been a holy affair, it has been
an economic one, but religion and government institutions playing the role of the
superstructure (Marx) want to continue this state of servitude and deny it on the
basis of morality—that is why Rachilde gives us the marriage of Jacques and Raoule
in obscure terms, we know for sure they were not married in a church, but we do
not know about the civil ceremony either. Also we see the separation of two worlds:
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the secular and religious ones, the former is symbolized by the chanoinesse, the
aunt Dame Ermengarde and her desire of separation and alienation into a world of
contemplation marrying spiritually the immortal husband.67 Raoule and her
rejection of tradition represent the secular world. It is a division between the world
of action, of making one’s own destiny and the inaction of the convent and the
mythical predestination. (Rachilde in a touch of irony gave the name of Ermengarde
to the symbol of religion, a name that sound like emmerder.) So is the marriage of
Jacques and Raoule offensive, transgressive, deviant? Of course it is because as
mentioned before their union is not aimed at producing children, what they want to
reproduce and keep is their pure and unadulterated sexual pleasure, exploring their
sexuality until the weight of the outside world, the social structure, the bourgeois
and hypocritical morals of society destroys it. This coupling Raoule/Jacques will not
fulfill their sexual love in reproduction. Jacques seeks Raoule his lover and wife
(husband), he wants to be dominated but his recompense will not be maternity, nor
will be hers.68 Their recompense will be, for Jacques death and for Raoule an
artificial reality in the form of a wax mannequin that she will keep as a reliquary of
Jacques’ past, and of her once found identity, now lost due to invasion of the rules of
the outside word and social codes of her time. Death here can be seen as a metaphor
of society disdain for the abnormal, the payment to the transgressor, which they
both have been, Jacques was made into a transgressor; Raoule was the architect of
the transgression.
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Raoule made of Jacques a sexual object, an inanimate soulless object, a
foretelling of what she will be adoring after Jacques death; an inanimate wax
mannequin. Within the utopian world of Jacques and Raoule, Jacques was the erotic
object, the sexual partner through whom she found her Other. We can take once
again Beauvoir’s ideas when she talks about woman not only as a reproductive force
but also as a sexual partner, an erotic object—an Other through whom man seeks
himself69. Making a reversal we can apply this idea to Jacques as the female gender
of the pair in the fantastic relationship. Raoule sees in Jacques her creation, she sees
in him of course not a reproductive partner, but an erotic object through whom she
finds herself, she finds her other feminine self. Her passion is transposed to Jacques,
all the expected feminine attributes are deposited in Jacques, he is made into a
woman, and he gladly accepts it:
Woman’s passion, a total renunciation of all rights of her own,
postulates precisely that the same feeling, the same desire for
renunciation does exist also in the other sex, for if both severely made
this renunciation for love, there would result, on my word I do not
know just what, shall we say, perhaps, the horror of nothingness? [my
emphasis] The woman wishes to be taken…she demands, therefore,
someone to take her, someone who does not give himself, who does
not abandon himself, but who wishes, on the contrary, to enrich his
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ego through love…The woman gives herself, the man adds to himself
by taking her.70
Jacques embodies this feminine passion, we have seen he has given all his humanity
and become Raoule’s toy, entertainment, her love-object, Jacques has no access to
the knowledge of love, to the knowledge of his own emptiness. He does not ask
anything from Raoule, only passion and love. Raoule on the other hand gave up,
consciously, and this is important because as we have noted that thinking and
reasoning qualities are what makes her the dominant counterpart to Jacques, she
gave up appearances because, yes she was in lust not in love, but most important
she took what was hers (in the reversal of gender roles), she took her independence
and used her voice to dominate. In this abandonment, Jacques gave himself to
passion; Raoule makes the renunciation of her social class and of the respect of her
class. In doing so Jacques acquired enlightenment, he finally met the Other in Raoule
and that other was an image of himself as a gendered female, in the same way that
Raoule at the beginning of the novel saw her femininity reflected in the Other,
Jacques. The florist realizes that Raoule is not a man, he acts as a man, he, however
knew that physically she was a woman, but suddenly he says: “tu n’es donc pas un
homme! Tu ne peux donc pas être un homme!...des illusions détruites.”71 Jacques’
knowledge of the Other woke up in him the search for that other part of the Platonic
human being, he desires a male, he realizes that he hates women.72 He saw this
Other in de Raittolbe.
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De Raittolbe is the one who can do what Raoule cannot, take him mentally
and physically, Raoule dominates Jacques at a cerebral level, but this is not enough
for the simple minded Jacques, he desires to be taken physically. In de Raittolbe he
sees the physically strong man that can take what he wants to give. Jacques
recognizing his sexuality is a need for knowledge that contributed to the destruction
of the fantasy of the utopian altar. Jacques’ arrival at de Raittolbe’s house, dressed as
a woman; the seduction scene, is an important one because it is here that the affront
against society and the structures of power meets its end. De Raittolbe rejects
Jacques’ advances, Raoule’s honor is wounded, her masculine persona, her
masculine gender is pierced. She needs to defend her masculine honor; in order to
do this she has to revert her masculinity back to Jacques. The exchange takes place
symbolically in de Raittolbe’s bedroom, Raoule (she arrives at de Raittolbe’s dressed
as a man looking for Jacques) and Jacques exchange clothes and they get out the
room as what their world wants to see of them: a woman dressed as such playing
the feminine role and a man wearing the pants playing the masculine role. Raoule
forces Jacques to duel with de Raittolbe. The end is near.
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CONCLUSION
Monsieur Vénus: Roman Matérialiste, gives us a taste of decadent writing,
especially of decadent writing by a woman. Of course this is not the only example of
work produced by women during the period, but what is important is the position
that Rachilde takes facing the nascent feminist movement. We have seen that she
distanced herself from feminists; we have seen that she disliked women. In her
novel we found a personification of discontent or disconnect with her own sexuality
or should we venture and say gender. Her main character Raoule is perhaps an
incarnation of her own frustrations and desires. In a letter to Maurice Barrès,
Rachilde states: “I am not a woman…Fate made of me a woman; my will power has
made of me a man…”73. Ah the faithful gender construction and performance noted
by Butler, and the noted statement by Beauvoir find echo in this statement by
Rachilde. She was a victim expectations, a victim of normativity.
The author’s life cannot be separated from her work; like her character
Raoule, Rachilde practiced the art of drag74. But her cross-dressing is not only a play
of gender performance; it is as well a type of writing of the self. She is inscribing on
herself the forbidden male role that allowed her to become a writer in a literary
circle dominated by male writers. Her cross-dressing was a cry of non-conformity75.
She was revolting against her own body as a marker of her gender, she was
revolting against the normativity of gender performance, but sadly she was not
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revolting against the social structures and economic powers that force and enable
gender constructions. As noted above, Rachilde was not the only woman writer in
literary circles dominated by men, nor the only one to practice the art of drag:
“Rachilde joins company with…George Sand…Mademoiselle de Maupin…; la
chevalière d’Eon…; Madame Dieulafoy…; Rosa Bonheur; and Colette…these figures
each represented something slightly different, they signaled a social challenge”76.
Once again it is not the transgression of cross-dressing or the story of genderbender characters that is subversive in Rachilde’s novel, there were many others
treating these same themes. What is repulsive is the assertion of the continuation of
a system of patriarchal domination especially expressed by a woman who was
unhappy with her situation as woman. She wanted to claim the “privileges of
manhood”77, but what privileges might these be? She had everything, she could do
anything, because she had the economic power, the only thing she did not have was
a penis. She needed to inscribe on herself the manhood denied by nature and she
could only do this by transforming her sexual discontent into discourse, by writing.
Edwar Jason remarks that “[T]owards the end of the nineteenth century…a
discourse of sexuality emerged, such that people were encouraged to talk about sex
and to look at eroticism in the widest variety of contexts, including the medical,
legal, psychological and Sedgwick would add, the literary.”78 This desire for
exploration is parallel to the desire for domination. When sexuality is transformed
into discourse, sexuality becomes something that can be controlled and therefore
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rules can also be applied to it. Gender and sexuality as discourse becomes the
subject of study, codes for the sexes are established and by this codification the
patriarchal dominance guarantees its continuation. Rachilde and other women
writers are trying to break away from this dominance. Maryline Lukacher notes that
“Rachide retrieves myths of male primacy in theological, scientific, and above all
artistic creativity in order to turn them around and establish female mastery.”79But I
would argue that more than to establish female mastery, what Rachilde seeks in the
masculine discourse are models through which she can transform herself into a
masculine writer. The theme of the novel seems to be the reversal of roles, gender
roles, creative roles; woman is the creator, man the muse. At first this might seem a
revolutionary book, a subversive cultural commentary on the established male
dominated fields of the arts, sciences, literature. One cannot take away the
scandalous nature of the book, but what is really shocking in the novel is the
affirmation by the woman author of the traditional male dominated society.
The book assures us that a woman cannot find her freedom, be a human
being with equal rights if she does not become a male, if she does not take the
masculine role and act like a man. Rachilde does not offer us a window onto a
liberated woman in her own right. To the contrary she asserts the servile status of
women. In Marie Sylvert we see woman’s attempt to become an agent of exchange,
only to be crushed by the male establishment, represented by the masculine acting
Raoule, we see the chanoinesse aunt Dame Ermengarde relegated to the convent
and not even being allowed to enjoy her sexuality, she is the sacrificed woman who
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forgets herself for the sake of others. What is left at the end of the novel is Jacques,
the embodiment of femininity, dead and signaling that for Rachilde a woman cannot
have agency. We must remember that when Jacques acknowledged his own desires
and realized that Raoule was not a man he became free and freedom for a woman is
death. We are left with the male dominated society alive and kicking: The baron de
Raittolbe an aristocrat and Raoule an aristocrat, a woman, who took the masculine
role. Even when Raoule tried to get out of the convoluted world of social
conventions, which dictates how a woman and man should act and be, she failed.
Even this attempt is gendered, because she acted in the quality of man. She was the
man procuring a paradise for his (her) husband (wife).
Just like in the story of Genesis, the angel of God chased away the
transgressor who ate from the tree of knowledge. The angel of the patriarchal
society chased away the transgressors who dared to be different and live their
sexual and love life in a non-traditional manner. The pressure exerted from the
outside world destroyed the equality, the utopia she tried to build in the nuptial
room failed; a world of which she was part of could not stand the abomination of
equality and sexual freedom. Once those in the outside penetrated this world it
succumbed under its own weight and under the weight of the cultural and social
arbitrary rules and constructions. Their relationship became too eccentric, it
became a threat to the established structures of powers and even though they hid it,
it could not be sustained. The structures of power, the patriarchal establishment
became a judge, admonishing their relationship and finding it guilty of disturbing
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the established order of things and above all threatening the existence of the
patriarchal regime.
This regime wants to keeps everything in its place, women wearing dresses
under the control of men, men being strong and violent, but in Rachilde’s M. Vénus
that order is broken, taboos are broken80. There is trespassing of social classes,
Jacques marrying Raoule, two different social classes are in contact and look for
equality. Here what is in bad taste and scandalous for the rigid society is not the fact
that Jacques is an effeminate man and Raoule a butch woman, but that he is a
nobody and Raoule is an aristocrat. The solution to restore order is the elimination
of the transgressor: de Raittolbe, who represents the virile aristocratic power kills
Jacques, the virile economic powers kill lady poverty.
De Raittolbe killing Jacques signals not only the re-establishment of the social
order but also the re-establishment of normative sexual desire. Jacques awaken a
homosexual desire in de Raittolbe81 and this is another taboo that is broken in the
novel: the trespassing of a “forbidden desire”82. De Raittolbe’s hyper-virility and
patriarchal status is threatened by this awakened homosocial desire. Sedgwick
defines patriarchy as “…relations between men, which have a material base, and
which …, establish or create independence and solidarity among men that enable
[THEM] to dominate women”83. De Raittolbe’s unexpected homosexual desire is not
based on economics, it is not the homosocial desire, this desire is not enabling de
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Raittolbe and Jacques to dominate women or even establish a male bond—they are
from different social classes! It is something terrifying because there is an
animalistic desire in the eyes of the baron, a savage desire that threatens reason and
the manly control of mind over body.
As Luckacher writes, Rachilde’s “…novels are highly critical of the socially
accepted forms of love between men and women….Rachilde’s writing can be read as
an act of protest.”84 But an act of protest against whom, against what? Her novel is
surely not protesting against the class differences or against the exploitation of one
class over the other. She is protesting against nature, because nature gave her the
sex of woman, she in no instance wanted to disrupt the social structure, what she
wanted was to keep the status quo as long as she was treated and seen as male. In
Raoule, Rachilde demonstrates that there is only one sex, the masculine. She creates
the Other in Jacques. Raoule also proves that gender is a production of normative
coherent practices opposing feminine and masculine, in other words in Raoule we
see what Butler states: gender is a cultural construction. The charcter of Raoule also
demonstrates that the masculine is the universal. Butler states: “The identification
of women with sex is a conflation of the category of women with the sexualized
features of their bodies. The refusal to grant freedom to women is enjoyed by
men.”85 In other words women are sexual/erotic bodies/objects subjected to male
fantasy and pleasure. Jacques’ transformation into a feminized gendered male
makes his body the sexual object, the erotic object that gives Raoule pleasure; he is
subjected to her needs and desires. Jacques’ feminization takes away his freedom,
84
85

Maryline Lukacher, Maternal Fictions: Stendhal, Sand, Rachilde and Bataille, p. 109.
Judith Butler,Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, p. 19.
47

while Raoule enjoys the submission she imposes on him. Even here Rachilde is not
trying to liberate women by freeing them from the desire of men, instead of taking
the position of a strong liberated woman, she stays subservient to the gender
constructions by assuming the masculine role.
Is M. Vénus a subversive novel? What does Rachilde achieve with her novel?
It is subversive in that it treats pseudo-pornographic material and it shocked the
audience of its time; the novel is not, however, subversive in that it does not offer a
different view of the social and economic structures that dominate women. The
novel on the contrary accentuates and perpetrates pre-established ideas about
social dominance and the masculinization of the powerful while the dominated are
always seen in terms of feminine and servile characteristics. The book also proves
that a utopic revolution involving equality and alienation from rigid structures of
power is almost impossible. The nuptial room, a symbol of this utopian world
collapses under the pressure of the social and economic powers. In Monsieur Vénus:
Roman Matérialiste Rachilde demonstrates the universality of masculinity as a
dominant force in the bedroom and in the social arena.
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